










The Associations with Writing/Reading Through Different Disciplines
Universities emphasize the significance of writing and reading in an academic environment; yet, differences exist in writing within each discipline. Writing in scientific fields compared to the humanities can seem like two different worlds. In one, writing may appear drier and more concise; while in the other, it may seem verbose and analytical. These interpretations of writing within these overarching disciplines are simply perceptions that distinguish their differences. But are they true? Can writing within these fields be confined to these conventions? The answer is not a simple yes or no. Writing is not something that can be completely controlled, or confined by these correlations, but it can be influenced by them. The aim of my research is to determine if these perceptions of writing between the sciences and the humanities enforce how individuals write within each field. What I found was that not only had writing been influenced by these perceptions but reading as well. The way in which they were taught to read texts within their fields had a direct influence on how they perceived the world around them.  
To reach my findings, I interviewed a student majoring in English and another in Biology to establish the varying perceptions of writing and reading between these two disciplines. According to Light (2002), students perceive that they experience learning in two distinct ways: in interpreting the meaning of material and in regurgitating the meaning of material. I found this is how the students classified the difference in the goals of reading within their discipline. By gathering the students’ opinions on how their writing and reading was influenced by their fields, I was able to distinguish the differences between the two disciplines and to determine if the perceptions governing them are valid. I noticed the difference not only in their attitudes towards writing, but also in reading, and how reading influenced or enforced their perceptions. I used two passages from readings that each student had to do for their class, one relating to science and one excerpt from a novel. I had the interviewees examine each passage and respond to them. By doing this, I was able to see how the two students interpreted the texts, and determine how their varying interpretations were influenced by their academic background. The way in which they analyzed each text has helped comment on their understanding of writing/reading between the two fields and has helped illustrate how these two types of writing prompt different goals in reading.
According to Cech, Weelhand, Wheel, and Wirick (2009), writing has become a foundation in a student’s higher education, with universities enforcing mandatory curriculum in writing for first year students. This regulation indicates that writing has an extreme significance in student’s futures, implying that writing is an essential tool for all disciplines. Yet, while university officials stress the significance of writing, students do not always agree. Not all students grasp the importance, suggesting a difference in their perception of writing. Jane Piirto (2002) argues that the difference in perception stems from the genre of the text. Throughout my piece, I attempt to determine the variation in perception between these two disciplines and how the students’ majors affect this opinion. 

Perceptions of One’s Own Major(s)
Students have strong opinions about their fields of study. According to Harroun (2007), within one’s college career, “students are given numerous opportunities through various classes (… to) help students think, research, (…) and learn skills in a professional area” (p. 3). These skills allow students to gain a firm grasp of their major and to develop their own opinions and interpretations of their disciplines. In my interview with Karen*, a sophomore majoring in Honors Biology, she talked about her major with a sense of detachment, distinguishing herself from the other students in her major. “They have an opinion; they honestly care about every experiment; they invest themselves into the lab work (…) I don’t have the same passion (…) I’m not that kind of a scientist.” She distinguishes herself from fellow biology majors by using a third person pronoun instead of using the plural first person pronoun “we” to describe bio majors, purposefully excluding herself from this identity. 
She feels almost alienated in her major, not having the same interest in it as the students around her. Her grades do not show this detachment though, and she is currently getting a 4.0 grade point average. She does not despise the major; she enjoys “the knowledge but [she] hate[s] lab work.”  For her, the interest stems not in the experiments done in her classes, but in the knowledge she gains from the classes themselves. She says, “I love learning how things work, how things are created, and how they cause different processes to happen.” Her scientific major allows her to explore the possibilities of the world, to understand them better. To her, this knowledge is what makes her coursework and major distinct, not the experiments themselves but the theories behind the experiments. Yet, she does not believe that this is the perception of most scientific majors, and she finds herself to be the exception. She believes that most biology majors love every part of the major, the lab work and the theories. 
Like Karen, my other interviewee Mary*, a junior majoring in English and Communication, views her majors in a different light than those around her. While English and Communication are both within the humanities, Mary views them differently, and she specifically perceives the writing in the two fields as distinct. To her, writing for English is more analytical while Communication is more regurgitation of material. Mary claims that “Communication is just easier. For English, you have to be really analytical and make arguments to convince your reader (…) but in Communication it’s just like straight fact and every fact has to be backed up.” For her, the difference between these two fields is immensely disjointed as she separates one as “easier” than the other. Because her writing within the Communication field includes a very large foundation in research, she views it as separate from writing in English. 
However, writing in English classes is substantially similar. In an English class, students use quotes to support their argument just as one would use research in a Communication class. When I make this connection to her, she goes on to say, “It just feels different. (…) I feel like [writing within Communication] is less my work and more other people’s work because I constantly have to draw from other people and have to cite everything I say; whereas, in an English piece, I can take one quote and talk a lot about it from my perspective.”  Her need to distinguish them stems from her connection to the writing itself. Karen, agrees with Mary’s view. She discusses where opinion can appear into scientific writing saying, “In the discussion part of lab reports, opinions can be made but must be backed up from previous research, not just your own.” In this way, Mary’s view of writing within Communication does in fact relate to scientific writing. In science classes, students cannot take only the experiment that they are working on to draw conclusions and have to use previous research, something that is also necessary in Mary’s Communication classes. 
English classes differentiate from this because students can take one text to draw their own conclusions. While English majors use facts and quotes from the novel they are reading to create their conclusions, they do not need to use previous authors to support their opinions. English majors have more leeway and can create more original texts, ones that allow their voice and opinions to come through distinctly. Thus, Mary’s need to distinguish her two majors as separate is not so much based on whether or not she uses facts to sustain her argument, than it is based on her influence on the piece. According to Light (2002), “in contrast to essay writing, creative writing provides a writing opportunity which permits students to tap into a much more private, personal and emotional reality for their ideas and material” (p. 265). While Light argues that creative writing is one of the only opportunities in which students are allowed to personally connect to their pieces, Mary’s discussion of essay writing suggests the opposite – that in fact, essay writing can offer her a personal writing identity. Light does indicate that his view is subjective and that there are instances in which “discursive writing is also viewed as very personal” (p. 265). Mary might simply be an exception. For Mary, essay writing in English grants her the opportunity to showcase her views and opinions, and it is this connection which ultimately drives her to separate the writing within her two fields of study. 

Writing within the Sciences
English majors are not the only majors that write constantly, surprisingly Biology majors do as well, just in a different context. Karen says that science majors rely on their lab notebooks, “a journal of everything they do.” In labs, scientists must write down and keep track of everything that they’re doing within an experiment. She argues, “If you don’t keep a lab notebook, nobody can go back and look at your work. And then it doesn’t mean anything.” Writing is essential to her major. Without it, scientists’ works can be discredited. Yet, when I call this writing, she refers to it as “taking notes.” But she is the one in charge of the words on the page, the author behind the work. She says that lab notebooks are written in “free form,” illustrating that the students are allowed to write in different formats, giving each student, or rather writer, the opportunity to create their own scientific writing identity, their own essential data that maintains their credibility. But she does not give herself this credit; she only looks at it as a necessary task, simply a requirement and not an opportunity to expand her writing identity. 
Besides writing within her lab notebook, Karen writes a multitude of lab reports, each totally over 25 pages long. While the format of these papers is distinctly different from English essays, they are their own form of writing. This genre of texts is just a different way of thinking. According to Karen, “it is more dry than other texts like English papers.” It does not allow for the same level of interpretation as English essays, it just relays the results of the experiment. However, it does allow for some interpretation. Karen states that the goal of scientific writing is to “make a new statement, to analyze the things you did in the experiment, and know why you did them.” In this way, the writing is similar to the writing in English classes. Both facilitate the opportunity to state new claims and analyze events, yet they are viewed as separate, one as more personal than the other. These opinions seem to be instigated by what the students deem ‘real writing.’ Karen says that the most significant writing to her is within her personal journal. She says, “I keep a journal. If I need to talk or to write, it’s there.” Her journal is her opportunity to keep a dialogue with herself.  To have this personal attachment to writing is more real to her than any lab report she has written. 
What is in fact ‘Real Writing’?
Writing seems to be an ambiguous term that causes issues for both Mary and Karen. Though they are enacting in writing through their lab reports and Communication papers, they do not consider this ‘real writing.’ Writing for them seems to be defined in terms of their relationship to the text. The more personal the piece, the more pure the writing is since it is their own thoughts and words. For them, writing is a tool of power, of authority, of authenticity. Academic writing, at least academic writing that does not have a personal outlet, then becomes an obstacle for them, a requirement that they must complete but not something in which they enjoy.

Where the Love for Writing Begins  
For English majors, writing and reading is just a part of life. It’s not something one overly thinks about or reflects on – it’s just something that they do, something that they love. Sometimes writing is frustrating, with words struggling to get onto the page. Other times it’s comfortable, something that comes naturally. But where does this love/hate relationship with writing and reading stem from? Is it a process that we have acquired and honed in on? Or is it something that we have been taught and learned to love? In my interview with Mary, I tried to see if there was a link between her early academic background and her current major. There was. 
From an early age, Mary explored reading and writing. She remembers her first grade class distinctly, saying that it was the first time she really experienced a love for reading as her teacher would dress up as the main characters of the texts that she read to the class. Mary stated, “Ever since her, I always asked my mom to read to me at night, and then it turned into me reading to myself all the time.” Because of her positive experiences with reading as a child, she now has a strong relationship with reading, one that stems into her academic discipline. As a student majoring in English and Communication, Mary reads on a daily basis for her classes. Her initial experience with reading allowed her to explore the creative side of it, providing her with a new way to look at the world and experience stories. She claims, “When I read a novel, I see it playing in my head like a movie, rather than me just turning the pages.” Reading for her is a way to explore a different world, to visualize it and become a part of the story itself. This connection to reading is what influences her love for the subject. Like writing, reading is something that one truly appreciates and loves when they feel connected to the subject at hand. 
While within her English classes Mary sees reading as recreation, in her Communication classes reading seems like more of a chore for her. Because she has a stronger attachment to her English major, she also finds a stronger attachment to the texts she reads in those classes. This relationship is deeply routed in her identity. Yet, reading in communications class, while not as entertaining as reading in English, is important to her. She says, “When I’m reading for Communication, I have discussion on it everyday so we’re not necessarily writing on it but we do have to absorb [the information] so I’m writing notes on it as I’m reading.” Here Mary is establishing a key relationship between reading and writing. Writing in this case is an opportunity for Mary to retain the information, to analyze it and to be able to discuss it in class. Good writing is not based solely on the writing itself but also on one’s previous readings. According to Piirto (2002), all the members of the Directory of American Poets & Writers “had a background in English literature” (p. 414). In order to be an accomplished writer, one needs to be well read. Thus, there is a direct correlation between writing and reading. When a student has to write along with reading a text, the student is more likely to have an analytical view on the text. Mary claims, “When I don’t have writing homework, I’m less in the analytical mode.” Writing helps Mary formulate her ideas into words and begin her analysis process. 

Reading the World Differently 
“When you’re writing about a book and the characters in it, it’s kind of personal for those characters, and as an English major, you connect with them; so in a way, it’s kind of like writing about a friend.” 
In this instant, Mary makes a direct correlation between readers and the characters within novels. Through reading, Mary better understands the motives of the characters and their lives. This new insight carries over into her perspective of the real world. She states, “I’m constantly thinking of my friends’ situations and analyzing them. (…) It’s like what I do with a book.” Mary equates analyzing the characters to novel with how she analyzes events in her and her friend’s lives. When I ask her to elaborate on a situation where she overanalyzed something, she does:
I have a friend Kaitlyn*, and me and all my friends thought she was totally into our friend Josh*. She’s in Costa Rica and she called him. Like who does that? She didn’t even call me. Who would go out of their way when you’re in another country to call someone of the opposite sex? 
Mary takes a small detail, her friend calling a boy from across the continent, and turns it into something greater, something deeper. She looks at this event and pulls from it something that might not necessarily be true. She does not know why Kaitlyn is calling Josh, but jumps to conclusions based on the act itself. There seems to be a communication issue here. Instead of asking her friend the reason for this, she jumps to a conclusion that may be false. 
She justifies her reasoning for her interpretation of her friend’s phone call with how she reads a novel for her classes. She says, “In the English major, (…) everything influences everything else. (…) I feel like [overanalyzing is] something that we do, because we take everything [in the text] to have some unconscious meaning.” Her academic background has had a substantial influence on her outlook on life and its situations. She considers herself an over-analyzer, someone who draws interpretations from small details in life. The way in which she has been taught to read and look at texts has influenced how she perceives the world around her. Yet, she brings up another issue, that reading in English classes is looking for “unconscious meaning(s)” in a text, suggesting that English students feel that interpretation is in a way stretching the truth, making things more or less significant than their purposed meanings. When she views how her academics have influenced her outlook at the world, she seems to be indicating that it has left her with a false sense of interpretation, making her manipulate situations into meanings that may not be right. This sort of reading that students are taught in class is a form of argumentation, something that can be both right and wrong, texts and meanings that are supposed to be up for interpretation. This tool and critical way of thinking can in fact be useful to Mary. Maybe over-thinking about situations is not such a bad thing as it is another way to look at the world, a unique perspective that is, like reading a novel, up for interpretation. 
	Karen also looks at the world differently. She, like Mary, considers herself an over-analyzer, saying, “I overanalyze everything,” but she dubs a new twist on this term. She claims, “I think very cause and effect, everything I do is cause and effect.” This way of thinking seems to stem from her scientific field of study. She looks at things logically, and must choose her decisions based on the potential outcomes. She considers this over-analyzing. The difference between her and Mary is that Mary analyzes past events to form interpretations, while Karen over-thinks nearly all her decisions and weighs events for their possible outcomes. She used this way of thinking to determine her major. She did not always plan on majoring in biology, and she used to want to become a lawyer and major in history. She still holds onto the dream of becoming a lawyer and is planning on attending law school. Her decision to major in biology originated from her thought that it would make her a more competitive applicant to law school. “If I choose science, I would have more choices when I got out of college and would get paid more for having a Bachelor of Science instead of a Bachelor of Arts degree.” All her decisions in her life, even determining to partake in this interview, stem from this logical mindset. 
She has to determine things based on prospective effects, actively deciding ever choice. She relates her ‘cause and effect’ thinking to “reading a book where you can read it through a different lens. I see things through a different lens.” She, like Mary, correlates her mindset on life to reading, suggesting that the way she reads and her outlook on life are similar, that they derive from one another. She says, “I like to know endings. And I normally can see endings from the beginning of a novel. I look at the text for the causes and normally can determine the effects.” This way of reading a text is much like how she looks at texts in her scientific field, where she must read to determine the effects of an experiment or theory. This reading blends into her everyday life, affecting and influencing the way in which she makes decisions and perceives the world. 
Reading Texts from Opposing Disciplines
Since reading seems to have such a significant impact on how they look at the world, I wondered how they would examine texts that are not normally associated with their majors, if they would perceive them like they would in their majors. When looking at an excerpt for the first page of Vanity Fair by William Thackeray, Karen is able to look at the text from an English major perspective and interprets the meaning behind the words on the page rather than summarizing. She says, “I like the adjectives; I feel like they are false. They’re so descriptive that it seems like false advertising. It’s this great place, but in reality, it’s probably not. They’re describing it too happily.” Karen shifts her normal reading perspective, one that is used to reading to understand the causes, to this new genre of text. Williams (1982) argues that individuals read different texts differently, claiming that the author influences how we read and analyze texts. This assertion conflicts what I’m arguing, suggesting that perceptions are not only founded within the genre of the text but in other factors as well. Yet, Karen’s close reading does seem to be founded in her perceptions of the genre. Having never before looked at this novel, she was able to grasp a deeper meaning of the text, picking out small descriptive details to point out a larger theme in the text – the sense of falsehood behind the realm of Vanity Fair. This interpretation reveals that students are able to utilize their perceptions and knowledge of others majors to adapt to new discourses. 
This adaptation was easier for Karen than for Mary. Karen did not need to have in literature to understand the material, while Mary did need to have some knowledge of scientific world to understand the scientific jargon within the text. For Mary, reading the scientific article felt alienating and confusing. She claims, “After I read something, I had to reread it. It’s talking about diabetes. They have terms that I just don’t understand.” For her, it was more difficult to grasp the text. She had to read it multiple times just to gain a basic understanding of it’s meaning and topic. This difference stems from the fact that it used a lot of terms that were unfamiliar with her. While she was able to understand the purpose of reading it, which was to understand the results of the study, she does find use in the article. Mary was able to adapt to this new form of reading, but was less successful than Karen, simply because of the terms used in the piece. 
Both students realized the purpose of the new materials they were reading and were able to demonstrate their reading skills in disciplines outside their own, suggesting that students can use the basic knowledge and perceptions that they have of other disciplines in order to adapt their learning styles to other disciplines. While they may not be as successful as students within the original discipline, they can use the foundation from their academic disciplines and apply them to these new fields of study. 
What Does This All Mean? 
Student’s perceptions of writing seems to be instigated by their connection to the writing itself. These students did not want to deem writing that was fact based as writing. Both of them had a love for writing, but something that they referred to as ‘real writing.’ Real writing to them was a personal written form. For Mary, this included her English essays, while for Karen, this included her private journal. They saw these writings as a way to express themselves, allowing their personal identities to emerge. Both of them referred to the English field as a safe haven for this written identity to come through. While the science majors, in Karen’s case, and Communication, in Mary’s case, seemed to stifle this expressive identity. 
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